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examined the leader. They learned details which the press broadcast on
the 19th. The nation then discovered that old John Brown of Kansas,
who had figured in killings, slave and horse stealing, and antislavery
activity in the territory, had attempted to set up a center for freeing the
slaves of Virginia with the arms at Harpers Ferry. Furthermore, from
papers captured it appeared that he was backed by philanthropists and
Republican politicians. Governor Wise secured this prisoner from the
federal authorities, and it was decided to charge him with treason and
murder in the Virginia courts. As the local tribunal was about to sit
at Charlestown he was tried there almost immediately and found guilty
on October 31. His execution was set for December 2.
As Brown's comet crossed the political skies in the last weeks before
the November elections, it was immediately put to campaign use. New
York, New Jersey, Maryland, and Massachusetts were in the midst of
exciting contests. Here was quite an opportunity for the Democratic
press to smear Seward, and they availed themselves of it. The New Yorf^
Herald led off with an effort to show that the foray was part of a Re-
publican plot, the legitimate fruits of Seward's irrepressible conflict.
No conclusive proof of Republican political complicity was ever pro-
vided, and as Senator Seward was in Europe he could not make a reply.
In general the Republicans ignored the charges. On the other hand they
did not show much indignation at this assault, and their indifference
enraged certain southern publicists.
Governor Wise found Brown ready-made to help his hopes of the
nomination, which had been somewhat dimmed by his letter-writing
proclivities. He was accused of exploiting Brown for his own benefit;
that, however, was not necessary. The events themselves were spectacu-
lar and provided natural publicity.27
Wise was bombarded with letters telling of conspiracies to rescue
Brown, and at one time the threats were so definite that he took a
militia contingent to protect the jail. It was a false alarm, but rumor
persisted that places in Maryland, Ohio, and Pennsylvania had been
occupied by desperadoes planning to invade Virginia on the eve of the
execution. Wise wrote of this to the governors of these states and to
the President, whom he asked to take steps "to preserve peace between
the states." Evidently he thought Republicans from Ohio and Perm-